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ABSTRACT
Technology use-particularly the use of the Internet-is a pervasive component of
modem society. The Internet has changed the way we work and the way we play,
creating new possibilities for self expression and communication. But it also enables
(and possibly encourages) compulsive behavior.
Internet Addiction is the compulsive use of the computer and the Internet. Internet use is
considered compulsive when the user engages in the behavior to such an extent that he is
no longer able to meet his responsibilities and physical and emotional needs.
Case studies and experts from the realms of medicine and media studies provide a
description of the disorder and some of the causes that contribute to the dysfunctional
behavior. The author also tackles a larger question: What does Internet Addiction mean
in the context of our modem society?
Thesis Supervisor: Alan Lightman
Title: Adjunct Professor of the Humanities
Joining Channel: [1. General- The Barrens]
A rumble and rolling drum beat sound as the computer game starts up, followed
by high tempo music. A moment later, the screen displays a swirling vortex behind an
ancient stone doorway and a text field where I type in my account name and password.
The key goes through and I click on the image of my character: a hulking steer-like
biped, arrayed in green armor, wielding a hammer. When I started this game months
ago, I affectionately named the burly cow "Thumper."
In the game, my character charges down a dirt road and I begin to scan the digital
savanna known as The Barrens. This is World of Warcraft (WoW)-an online game that
brings players into a complex virtual world where they battle monsters or each other,
completing quests and forming alliances. I no longer play, but I've come back to satisfy
a nagging curiosity. There's a chance that what I'm about to type might get me laughed
out of The Barrens.
[Thumper]: ...does anybody really think they're addicted to World of Warcraft?'
BarrensChat is a chat line for players. They can type into it to sound the alert
when enemies attack, or seek help with difficult tasks. But most of the time, players just
use BarrensChat to tell awful jokes and ridicule one another. So I don't know what to
expect.
For the first moment, nothing happens, and I think that my question will be
1 I've chosen to clean up the text that was from the game, by adding nuanced punctuation. Otherwise,
lines from the game are treated as direct quotes.
ignored. Then responses start to trickle in:
[Valanx]: I've known many people that are, Thumper.
[Desecrate]: this game is easy to get addicted to
[Valanx] whispers: I used to be addicted as well
[Katojones]: you're playing WoW and you're researching addiction?????????
[Desecrate]: I think that's a sign of your own addiction
[Valanx] whispers: used to play for 12-13 hours straight
[Valanx] whispers: %^&*ed up my life once
[Valanx] whispers: got kicked out of my house and my girl threatened to leave me
[Valanx] whispers: ...I know what it's about.
His real name is Josh.
He doesn't want to stop playing, but he wants to tell me more. So we talk over a
voice communication system built into the game. Throughout our conversation, the
sound of his voice is punctuated by the click of fingers on keyboard and the occasional
sharp exhale and muttered curse as he continues to play.
Josh, now nineteen, described himself as a jock. A fairly average, if popular, boy
who grew up in his parents' home in California and played sports in high school.
"I've always been known as a tech-savvy kid," he said, "but I didn't want to be
labeled a nerd...I never told people that I played World of Warcraft ... it was kind of a
secret for me."
Despite concerns about his reputation, Josh enjoyed playing the game. In fact, he
started to play it so much that he found himself neglecting the rest of his life. "To tell
you the truth," he typed in an online conversation, "I think I was trying to live
vicariously through my toon [online character]."
To make his online persona the best that it could be, Josh joined a guild, a group
of players who, though they've never met in person, meet up in the game world, support
5each other, and work together to complete adventure quests. Next, Josh joined a raiding
guild-an even more competitive team of players who work together to conquer cities
and towns or other teams. To stay on top, the players always need to obtain better
weapons and armor for their characters. That means more play time. Josh recalls hours
spent "farming" in-game items, scouring the fields and forests of the game, gathering
materials that could be used to make better armor and tools.
He spent hours, days, sitting and staring at the screen, deftly clicking away while
his avatar fought and killed virtual monster after monster so that he could collect their
hides. Some play sessions lasted for twelve hours straight.
Because he was worried about what his "real life" friends would think if they
knew that he played, Josh hid his game play and cut himself off from those that he used
to spend time with.
"I didn't want to seem like a loser to them," he said, "so I'd say 'I'm sick, I can't
go out tonight.' I'd play WoW [World of Warcraft] instead." Nothing in the real world
was as appealing as staying in the game. For Josh, and many of his friends, the Internet
was a mask that allowed them to be more open with people, say things they'd never say
in real life, do things that they'd never do. The actual world just couldn't deliver, in
terms of what it allowed them to do, and how it made them feel.
"It got to the point where even if I wasn't playing or farming," he said, "I'd sit
around in Ironforge [one of the major cities of Azeroth, the fictional world of the game]
... I'd run around in circles and just duel people all day. When I wasn't working, on days
off, my entire day revolved around WoW."
But living in Azeroth took a toll on Josh's personal life. "Sometimes it gets hard
when you're playing hours on end... it gets hard to distinguish in-game aggression and
real life aggression," he said, "Your roommate will come into your room and tell you to
do something and you'll just get pissed off and yell at him. That's actually how I got
kicked out of my house."
Thrown out of his house for yelling at his parents and struggling with his self-
imposed alienation from friends who didn't play, Josh realized it was time to quit. But it
wasn't that simple. "You get withdrawals," he said, "Especially if you quit without your
buddies. You go over to their houses and they're playing it and talking about it and...you
think: 'Maybe I'll just go back and play just a little bit.' It's an addiction."
It's not an addiction. Not technically speaking. Not like an addiction to opiates
or alcohol. But Internet Addiction is what everyone, from reporters to clinicians, calls it.
Behavior like Josh's is what psychiatrists call an impulse control disorder. It's
more like an eating disorder than alcoholism. People who have it struggle with a sense
of compulsion, infatuation, obsession, centered on a specific behavior such as Internet
use. But it's more complicated than that. Those who suffer from Internet Addiction are
dysfunctional in other aspects of their lives as well.
Excessive gaming isn't the only type of Internet Addiction. The use of online
pornography, chatrooms and social networks, online gambling, and even shopping on e-
bay can all become complicated, compulsive behaviors that leave addicts and their
families searching for help from therapists and support groups.
Being thrown out of his house was a wake up call for Josh. With the help of a
friend who also wanted to quit, Josh found new activities that took him out of the game
and back into the real world. Josh was able to recover from his obsessive game play
without the help of a therapist. He still plays for a few hours each day before bed but, he
insists, he plays only for fun and he doesn't let his game play keep him from his new
goal: getting a degree in electrical engineering from a trade school in California, where
he lives. He's reconnected with his family as well. Now he goes on long hunting trips
with his father and spends time at the gym rather than with his computer.
Josh's story has a happy ending, but how and why did he develop such a problem
with his Internet use? Psychologists who treat Internet Addiction suggest that anywhere
from six to fourteen percent of Internet users may have problems with compulsive
Internet use. What does that mean? Is the computer causing this problem, or is it
enabling a pre-existing disorder? Where does one draw the line that distinguishes
dysfunctional Internet use? Psychologists still argue over the nature of the disorder and
how to diagnose and treat it. Bigger questions skulk beneath the academic quibbles.
What does Internet Addiction mean in the context of our modern society?
"Oblivious to their bodies and to the world in which they move"
Technological change has always been accompanied by equal parts enthusiasm
and anxiety. When the telephone was introduced, some feared that using it could result
in deafness or electrocution. In 1915, American sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd
quoted residents of a small town who complained that the automobile destroyed the
unity of the family. "In the [eighteen] nineties, we were all much more together,"
lamented a housewife. Later, in Robert Putnam's 1995 book Bowling Alone, he declared
the television to be a medium that engendered isolation and discouraged community
involvement.
The first investigations into Internet Addiction are based on the same
technophobic prejudices. The cases that we see today however, represent a different
phenomenon entirely.
The Internet began as a research network-a clever system that allowed
government researchers to remotely share expensive equipment. At first, the network
connected only four points: UCLA, UC Santa Barbara, the University of Utah and
Stanford. It was capable of transmitting only simple text messages. But by 1972,
ARPANET linked dozens of academic computing centers. A decade later, the National
Science Foundation created its own complimentary network that became the backbone
of what we now know as the Internet.
In the early 1970's, computer technology hadn't yet reached the mainstream.
Computers were too expensive for the average person to own, and Internet use was
mainly limited to research scientists and university students who had access to the
connected computer mainframes. But even in that small pool of professional users,
cases of excessive computing started to attract attention.
Commenting in 1976, MIT professor Joseph Weizenbaum was one of the first to
remark on the dysfunctional relationship he saw between some computer programmers
and their terminals. They'd program excessively, aimlessly. Weizenbaum described the
computer "junkies" in Computer Power and Human Reason as "bright young men of
disheveled appearance, often with sunken glowing eyes. ...They are oblivious to their
bodies and to the world in which they move. These are computer bums, compulsive
programmers...[they] can barely tolerate being away from the machine."
Intrigued by Weizenbaum's description and emboldened by psychologists who
were investigating the same phenomenon, Margaret Shotton decided to study
compulsive programmers. By the time the Loughborough University of Technology
doctoral student concluded her work in 1989, she reported that fears of computer
addiction were unfounded. True, the programmers spent vast periods of time using and
thinking about the computer. But they weren't unhappy. They didn't feel out of control.
In short, they didn't have a problem. Programming was a hobby, and a method of self
expression, not a compulsive behavior.
Nor did the programmers agree that the computer was the cause of the excessive
behavior. To the observer, the constant programing seemed obsessive and isolating, but
to the programmers-who admitted they'd always been shy and reclusive-it was a
chance to be social in a new way. With machines. They wrote to the computer, and the
computer reacted.
"Never before has there been an activity such as computing which could give the
distinct impression of providing companionship and partnership," Shotton wrote in
Computer Addiction: a Study of Computer Dependency. Shotton made a virtue of the
computer-programmer relationship, comparing the devoted hobbyists to monks or
sculptors, and she dismissed the declarations of dependency as a misunderstanding of
the behavior.
Confusing a love of the early computer for an addiction is an understandable
mistake. By the late 1970's, computers were more affordable than ever before, but few
would call them lovable. The Commodore PET came with a chiclet keyboard, too small
to type on. To do anything with the computer, users needed to program it using the
programming language BASIC. Even after prepackaged programs became available
years later, computers didn't seem an efficient way of doing everyday tasks.
"Why would I want to [use a program to] turn my $3,000 computer into a $6.95
recipe file? Or an $8.95 Rolodex? Or a $3.95 desk calendar? Or an 89-cent notepad?"
Washington Post writer T.R. Reid asked in 1984.
Computers are fit only for "power users and computer junkies," lamented writer
Michael Schrage in 1985. But as time progressed, computers became easier to use.
Point and click interfaces broke down the barrier created by text-only operating systems,
and the Internet became more enticing. In the early nineties, the creation of HyperText
Markup Language (HTML) led to the World Wide Web, which allowed users to share
graphics and formatted text through the Internet.
When the National Science Foundation decided to widen the scope of the
Internet, allowing access to businesses, private companies began providing dial-up
service and the Internet population boomed.
As more companies offered Internet access to the public, its maintenance and
control fell to Internet service providers and their subscribers. By 1994, America
Online, the most popular home connection service at the time, boasted one million
subscribers. The computer rose from hobbyists' toy to household appliance. That
popularization marked the onset of the first cases of Internet Addiction.
The Inter-networked computer was something new. Now the computer provided
more than just the illusion of companionship. There was a whole world inside that box.
And the world inside the computer was always open. New users found it easy to lose
track of time while surfing and chatting on the Internet. Users joked about their friends
or spouses being "addicted" to the computer.
In 1995, the media picked up on the story. News reports began to detail cases of
"net-aholics." Reporters asked big and seemingly important questions of the medium.
Would technology take over our lives? Therapists and researchers plumbed the depths
of cyberspace, immersing themselves in online communities and exploring graphical
chat rooms where users could type messages to one another and engage in role playing
games.
That year, a survey conducted by the Emerging Technologies Research Group at
MIT reported that 9.5 million Americans were using the Internet. A Nielson study
conducted at the same time provided more information about those users. Most were
academic professionals, students or people who worked in the computer industry and
had completed at least some college education. They spent, on average, about five and a
half hours online per week.
In 1996, Kimberly Young, a freshly minted psychologist from the University of
Pittsburgh at Bradford, presented the results of her ambitiously titled paper, "Internet
Addiction: The Emergence of a New Clinical Disorder." Armed with a diagnostic
questionnaire cribbed from the criteria for pathological gambling, Young interviewed
Internet users, just as Shotton had interviewed programmers. More than six hundred
users filled out her survey.
Of those surveyed, more than half self-identified as dependent users of the
Internet by answering yes to more than five of the eight diagnostic questions which
asked things like "Do you feel preoccupied with the Internet?" and "Have you lied to
family members, therapists, or others to conceal the extent of your involvement with the
Internet?"
Just like Shotton's computer bums, Young's sample of Internet addicts used the
Internet as a social outlet. But unlike Shotton's subjects, who said they felt enriched and
emboldened by their excessive computer use, Young's subjects were struggling and
frustrated by their inability to turn away from the computer and the Internet.
Young's study received a lot of press coverage, and news stories cast the
computer as the root of the problem. These stories made the Internet seem like a
dangerous, insidious, addictive substance.
"It's a silent addiction that sort of creeps into your home," said Young, in a 1996
interview with the New York Times, "It's just a computer and it seems so harmless."
News stories had already presented the Internet as a digital jungle, the meeting place of
sexual predators, Neo-Nazis and drug users. Now stories of addiction added a new note
to the fears, portraying the disorder as a disease that could suck in any unwary user.
"Those struck by the disorder go on-line more than 20 hours a day, surf the Net
when they're busy at work and even eat in front of the computer screen," announced the
Wall Street Journal.
The news reports missed a crucial line of Young's research: Internet addiction,
as she described it, seemed set to fade over time. Most of the people who qualified as
addicts were new users. People who'd been online for more than a few years rarely
showed signs of Internet Addiction. Internet Addiction appeared to be a passing fad.
"The effect of television wore off after a while and then we had videocassette
recorders and then we had cellular telephones and then we had video games. And now
the Internet is once again giving us a high just like TV gave us a high," said Nelson
Thall, a research director at the Marshall McLuhan Center for Media Sciences in
Toronto. Give it time, media researchers suggested. The novelty will fade and the
problem will go away.
More than a decade later, the novelty has faded. The problem hasn't. Some of
Internet Addiction may have just been a part of the technology's introduction into
society. But today's Internet Addiction represents a definite pathology.
What is Internet Addiction?
As of the 2006 census, nearly seventy-three percent of Americans have access to
the Internet and many of them use it on a regular basis. Experts suggest that one of
every twenty Internet users is addicted. Beyond that, little is known about the
population of addicts. Some early reports suggested that middle-aged housewives were
most susceptible to the disorder. Others argued that young male students were most
likely to become addicts. Modern psychologists report that those under forty seem most
susceptible to the disorder, but they don't draw any further conclusions.
What does it mean to be an Internet addict? Modem estimates are more general
than the first descriptions of the disorder. In a recent editorial in the American Journal
of Psychiatry, Jerald Block, a psychiatrist from Portland, Oregon, wrote that Internet
addiction comes in at least three subtypes: excessive gaming, sexual preoccupations and
email/text messaging. All of those subtypes are indicated by the following four criteria,
or symptoms:
1) excessive use, often associated with a loss of sense of time or a neglect
of basic drives, 2) withdrawal, including feelings of anger, tension, and/or
depression when the computer is inaccessible, 3) tolerance, including the
need for better computer equipment, more software, or more hours of use,
and 4) negative repercussions, including arguments, lying, poor
achievement, social isolation, and fatigue.
Those criteria form a useful starting place but, like many technical definitions,
they don't say much. How do you measure excessive use? Is ten hours a week too
many? Twenty? Forty? The second and third points also lack precision. Take out the
italicized word and the symptoms describe how most people feel about their hobbies.
For example, someone who practices martial arts regularly may be upset and depressed
if her class is canceled. If she enjoys it, she may want to join a second class, and spend
more time at the gym. The fourth criteria is the operative one. That's the difference
between a hobbyist and an addict. An addict's computer/Internet use causes negative
repercussions.
In fact, psychoanalyst Shavaun Scott diagnoses Internet Addiction almost
entirely according to a question that reflects the fourth criteria: Is computer or Internet
use causing significant problems for the user? Specifically, is his computer or Internet
use blocking his ability to function in the real world?
Some of the negative repercussions associated with Internet Addiction aren't
difficult to recognize. An addict may stay online so much that he stops bathing,
sleeping, eating, and taking care of his family or himself. He may stop going to work, or
to school. It's not just that he spends a lot of time online. It's that he spends time online
at the expense of everything else in his life-his personal goals and values, and his
physical and psychological well-being.
Because everybody has different goals, values, and responsibilities, diagnosis
varies from person to person. "If you have four or five kids, and you're gaming five or
six hours a day, you're not taking care of your kids properly. That's pathological," said
Scott. But someone who has very few responsibilities and a job that requires little effort
could game for five or six hours a day without running into problems.
Scott has been treating adolescents since 1991, but she's only been asking them
about their Internet use since her own brush with compulsive play. After watching her
sons play (and cajoling them to quit playing) the Massively Multiplayer Online Role
Playing Game Everquest, the red-headed mother of two decided to join in and see what
the attraction was. When the boys started a new game, Lineage II, she jumped into the
online fantasy land alongside them. Soon, she found herself caught up in the game. In
fact, even after her sons lost interest, Scott kept playing.
"I didn't like the play as much as I liked the graphics and the alternate world, and
the friends," said Scott. "I met people from all over the world and it was a beautiful
virtual place to be." But as she was leveling her character and playing with her clan,
Scott, an addiction specialist, took a look at her own behavior. She remembers asking
herself if the game play was productive or healthy and, more importantly, if she really
wanted to spend so much of her life doing it.
Intrigued by the way that she'd been drawn into the game, Scott started asking
patients about their Internet use. In many cases, knowledge of her patients Internet use
helped Scott create a stronger patient history. And in some cases, the answer to her
question revealed cases of compulsive Internet and computer use. As her knowledge of
Internet Addiction grew through her experience, Scott became known as an expert on the
matter and started teaching treatment techniques to other clinicians. She also started
seeing referrals from therapists who weren't sure how to handle the complex behavior
that their patients wanted help with.
"Most people who contact me are having tremendous problems," she said.
Internet Addiction has been cited in some graphic incidents. Most notably, in
November of 2001, a young Wisconsin man named Shawn Wooley quit his job to spend
more time playing the online game Everquest. A week later, he committed suicide. His
mother, who blames the game, found his body in the computer chair in front of the still-
running game.
In December of 2004, 13-year-old gamer Zhang Xiaoyi reportedly left a note
saying that he wanted to "to join the heroes of the game he worshipped,[sic]" and
jumped to his death from a 24-story building. His parents decided to sue the company
that makes World of Warcraft, claiming that their son's suicide was related to his
excessive game play.
In June of 2005, a Korean boiler repairman by the name of Lee Soung Seop was
fired from his job after he repeatedly missed work to play online computer games. On
August third of that year, he went into an Internet cafe and played the game Starcraft for
nearly fifty hours-resulting in cardiac arrest from exhaustion and dehydration. He died
in the hospital soon after.
Later that year, a Korean couple left their four-month-old daughter alone for five
hours while they went to an Internet cafe to fulfill their daily routine of World of
Warcraft play. The daughter died of suffocation before they returned. The parents were
charged with criminal neglect.
These cases are often referenced in debates over the nature and severity of
Internet Addiction. They represent some of the worst problems linked to the disorder.
What causes Internet Addiction?
Sometimes, compulsive Internet use is an attempt to escape from life stresses.
When Scott was taking the history of one of her patients-a young girl who had
dropped out of high school to compulsively play online games-she found that the
patient had been raped. The girl was withdrawing into the game so that she could get
away from what had happened to her in the real world. Similarly, some addicts eschew
the natural world and compulsively commit to a digital fantasy to escape from
unsatisfying, high stress jobs, or extensive amounts of debt. Others throw themselves
into compulsive Internet use to satisfy sexual and social needs when real world
relationships fail.
Stressful situations contribute to the development of the disorder, but most
addicts also have more than one clinical psychological disorder. "I would say about
ninety percent of these cases, actually, one hundred percent-I can't think of one
exception-have a comorbid disorder," said Block. Patients with comorbid conditions
have symptoms of more than one psychological disorder. So in addition to an Internet
Addiction, the patient might also be clinically depressed, have anxiety problems, a
personality disorder, or obsessive compulsive disorder.
That makes it hard for clinicians to tell how and if one disorder is causing
another.
Is Internet Addiction just a symptom of depression or social anxiety disorder? Is the
depression a symptom of Internet Addiction? According to Scott, the answer to each
question could be yes, depending on the patient.
The first scenario is true for one of the patients that Scott is currently treating.
"He's extremely uncomfortable with people in real life," Scott said, "He can't make eye
contact. He'll either look away or close his eyes. Incredibly bright guy...But he can't sit
in a room with other human beings."
Scott's patient has Asperger's Syndrome, a type of autism that makes it difficult
for him to socialize. He escaped into excessive and then compulsive gameplay to avoid
his real world problems. In the game, he could build social ties and friendships. In the
game, his inability to make eye contact and use non-verbal forms of communication,
like appropriate facial expressions and gestures, didn't matter. But his compulsive play
is preventing him from achieving his goals. Despite his brilliance, he's not going to
move out of his mother's house and get a job unless he finds a way to come back into the
real world.
In other cases, Internet Addiction may be causing the other disorder. In a recent
letter posted to the medical community, Block recalled a patient, SW, who came to the
psychiatrist for treatment of depression after several suicide attempts. As SW laid out
his history of depression, he mentioned that he frequently played an online game--
World of Warcraft. Curious to see if there was a link, Block asked to hear more about
SW's gaming.
"He noted that he had plenty of work and money before discovering World of
Warcraft," wrote Block. "SW found himself thinking about the game while at
construction jobs, often rushing home after work to play. He dreamed about the game,
craved its use, delayed logging off of it, hid the fact that he was playing it from others,
and felt miserable when he was unable to play." He quit his job to stay home and play.
Facing homelessness after he could no longer pay his rent, he moved in with an ex-
girlfriend to keep himself off the street. But at her house he found himself unable to
connect to the game. And when he had to witness her lovers coming to the apartment...
That's when he attempted suicide.
What happened in this case? The suicide attempt stemmed from jealousy and
depression. But the depression may have come from the problems caused by SW's
obsessive online gaming. The obsessive gaming itself may have stemmed from the
patient's history of pathological gambling, or it may have been his response to life
stresses. In complicated cases, the line of causation is tangled.
SW's case brings up another interesting question. What does it mean when a
man becomes so wrapped up in an online game that he dreams of it at night and craves it
when he's awake? What does it mean that he obsesses over it so much that he fails to
take care of his most basic needs? It might indicate a deep dissatisfaction with his day
to day life, or it might just indicate how Internet use has become an ingrained part of the
modem psyche.
Scott argues that clinicians should ask all patients about their Internet use. Even
if the patient isn't having problems with compulsive computer use, Internet use is a part
of his day. It's a significant part of his life. "If someone tried to understand me without
understanding my use of the Internet, they'd be missing fifty percent of my identity,"
Scott said, "Some of the relationships-the people that I'm closest to in the world, I've
known only online."
It's clear that, in many cases, Internet Addiction is the result of both a desire to
escape stressful situations and other psychological disorders. But why does the addict
compulsively use the computer rather than engage in compulsive gambling or develop a
substance addiction? In addition to being more socially acceptable than other
compulsive behaviors, online activities hold an attraction that may appeal to addicts in a
way that other forms of escapism don't. Excessive gaming is the subtype of Internet
Addiction that holds the most measurable attraction. It also seems to fascinate the
media, frighten parents and confuse many therapists. It's what drew Scott and Block to
study Internet Addiction.
Computer Bums and Compulsive Gaming
Computer games come in all varieties, ranging from text based adventures to
epic quests set in lavish graphical worlds. Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing
Games (MMORPGs, or MMOs)--the games where many users log onto the same server
and play in the same game space--like World of Warcraft, are most often linked to
compulsive use. Media researcher Nick Yee has been studying the psychology and
culture of online games since 2001, when he collected over twenty thousand surveys
from four thousand players of the popular MMORPG Everquest.
When a user finds himself stuck in Internet Addiction, that's the result of two
forces at work, said Yee, a push and a pull. The push is the comorbid disorder or life
stress. But the pull comes from the experience of gaming. For some, playing an MMO
is a unique and engaging pursuit that's unmatched by any other type of entertainment
medium.
"I can watch a film, an adventure film, that's exciting and be engrossed in it. But
I have no trouble putting it on pause, getting something to eat or going to the rest room,"
said Scott, thinking back on her brush with compulsive play, "...when I'm in an MMO I
won't eat, I won't go to the bathroom. All the stories about people peeing in bottles are
true."
Researchers link the attraction of online games to three qualities that are found
only in this media type: the in-game reward schedule, the social environment of the
game, and the endgame structure.
In World of Warcraft, there's a simple formula by which a player can make his
character stronger and better. The character receives experience points for killing
monsters or completing tasks called quests. After the player has earned a certain number
of experience points, the character is promoted to a higher numbered level (a measure of
status) and gains new abilities and skills. At first, the levels pile up quickly, but as the
player rises in the ranks, levels become harder to achieve.
This leveling system can act as a regular reward, Scott explains, and it
encourages players to keep playing. Reward reinforcement systems go back to B.F.
Skinner, the famous Harvard Psychologist who studied operant conditioning. In the
early twentieth century, Skinner set up an experiment intended to show how behaviors
are learned. He placed hungry rats in a chamber that held a lever. When pressed, the
lever released food into the chamber. Once the rats learned to press the lever for food,
Skinner started changing the system to see how the rats responded.
In one trial, food was released at a steady rate, regardless of how often the rat
pressed the lever. In another trial, food was released every certain number of times the
lever was pressed. In another, food was released after the lever was pressed a random
number of times.
The leveling system in these games can be compared to the second chamber.
After a certain number of monsters have been killed (pressing the lever a certain number
of times), the player achieves a higher level of experience (food is released). That
encourages play, but it's not the most attractive rewards schedule. That distinction goes
to variable rate reinforcement-the third example from Skinner's experiment. When the
food was released after random number of lever presses, rats spent the most time
pressing the lever. Sometimes, killing monsters in an MMO gives a player more than
just experience points. Sometimes, when a player kills a monster, he finds special items
or weapons. But those rewards occur randomly. Since the player has no way of
knowing when that will happen, (just like the rat who doesn't know how many times
he'll need to press the lever to get food) the player is encouraged to kill as many
monsters as possible.
Because those reward systems are part of the game, part of the play environment,
some researchers have criticized the companies that make the games-particularly the
makers of World of Warcraft and Everquest, Blizzard and Sony Online Entertainment
respectively-for making them "addictive."
According to MIT Professor Henry Jenkins, game development companies aren't
trying to create an addictive experience. It's not in the company's economic interest to
do so.
"The game industry... has every reason not to build games that are addictive,"
said Jenkins. "If you're pricing your services on the assumption that people spend
twenty hours and they spend sixty hours, that's a drain on your capacity and it costs you
much more money than you're taking in." The game industry wants to create an
engaging and enjoyable experience, but not one that breeds compulsive use. Higher
profits come from gamers who log in frequently enough to keep paying the monthly fee
charged by the game makers, but don't play for long hours.
There's evidence of this restraint within the game itself. In World of Warcraft,
players are rewarded for taking breaks from the game. Logging off and letting their
characters "rest" boosts the experience points that they receive for routine task-like
killing monsters or completing adventure quests.
Scott isn't so sure that the company's efforts to curb excessive play are all that
sincere. She jokingly recalled a notice that pops up in the game GuildWars. It says:
"You have been playing for two hours. Consider taking a break."
"It's like 'yeah right, sure I'm going to take a break. I'm in the middle of a quest!"'
said Scott.
The social structure of online games also encourages constant play. Most MMOs
are designed to be played with in-game friends. As a player reaches higher levels of
achievement, he starts to take on assigned adventure quests that can't be completed by
just one player. So, like Josh did, players join guilds. Membership in those guilds,
which is necessary at higher levels, comes with responsibilities. Guilds are run entirely
by players, but the groups require their members to be in the game world for a certain
number of hours each week and the groups have designated "raid nights" that all
members need to attend. Because these games are played with others, there's no chance
to take a break. The game happens in real time, there is no pause button. If you walk
away from an MMO to go to the bathroom, your friends might lose a battle and their
characters might die.
Scott recalled a patient who come to her office for treatment of his compulsive
game play. He'd had to leave college, lost his job and his girlfriend, and in fact, he said,
he was missing an online raid just to be at his therapy session. While Scott and the
patient were in session, he received a call on his cell phone. It was a guildmate, angry
that the patient wasn't in the game.
"'We need you right now! You're supposed to be there. You're expected to be
there four nights a week,"' Scott recalled the guildmate complaining. "And [the patient]
went through tremendous guilt right before me. He was a very good player and they
wanted him, even to the point of calling him on the phone and inducing guilt that way."
The player spends so much time in the game that he neglects his real world social
life. So when an addict tries to step away from the game, he may feel like he's stepping
into a void. His social networks don't exist in the real world anymore. His online social
network does. It's easy to get pulled back in by a group of players that say they need or
want you to be with them.
Another game mechanic that provides pull is the endgame structure.
"There is no winning in this game," Josh said, thinking back on his days of
compulsive play. "A lot of people don't understand it." In World of Warcraft, players
can reach a maximum level of 70. But the game doesn't end when a player reaches the
highest level. High level players compete against each other to obtain special limited
availability weapons and tools, which the game's parent company, Blizzard, releases on
a regular basis. And high level guilds battle against each other in a complex endgame.
"You never win," said Josh, "This is an ongoing pursuit of something that is
almost right in front of you the whole time, but you never reach it.... new stuff is always
coming out. It just spirals out of reach."
Within the gaming industry, developers and players use the word "addictive" to
describe games that provide a fun and engaging play experience. But that word choice
has caused confusion for non-gamers who associate the term with Internet Addiction.
Game worlds are engaging and attractive. But the pull of these games isn't enough to
cause a healthy person to develop Internet Addiction.
Treatment
Psychologist Kimberly Young, who runs the online center for Internet Addiction
Recovery, and psychologist Maressa Orzack, of Harvard Medical School's Mclean
Hospital, both treat Internet Addiction through cognitive behavioral therapy. Cognitive
behavioral therapy is the general term for therapy that's based on the idea that thoughts,
rather than external events, cause feelings and behavioral patterns.
"We look at what are people saying to themselves," Orzack said. Are they
having "all or nothing" thinking, where nothing they do in real life ever seems good
enough? Are they personalizing failures and convinced that somehow everything that
goes wrong is their fault? That kind of negative internal voice could drive users to
escape into the computer to the point of compulsion.
Cognitive behavioral therapy is one type of psychoanalytic treatment, but Scott
believes that good therapy depends upon a distinctly collaborative approach between
psychoanalyst and patient.
Over the phone, Scott roleplayed an example of the kind of patient that she
commonly sees. In this case, it's a twenty-two year old girl who plays online games for
thirty hours a week, has recently gained weight and is about to be thrown out of her
house:
"Where do you want to be specifically, in six months, in a year, in five years, ten
years?" a therapist might ask this patient.
"I want to be working in the medical field in a year, I want to be an RN," the girl
might reply.
"Okay," says the therapist, "What do you need to do to get there? What do you
need to know to get there... starting today."
"I need to apply to the nursing program."
"How are you going to do that? You need to get your transcripts together... can
you do that this week?"
"Basically," said Scott, stepping out of the scene, "You make a very very
concrete plan." By pinning down the patient's goals, both patient and therapist can
clearly see how the problematic behavior is causing functional impairments that stand in
the way of the patient's goals. If the patient's problem is social, rather than professional
or academic, treatment still involves making a discrete plan that can change the patterns
of behavior.
"Generally, for people who have a gaming issue, there are things that they used
to do that brought them joy but they don't do them anymore," said Scott. She goes back
into conversation with her imaginary patient:
"I used to like to go out to clubs and doing things with my friends...I quit doing
that when I played WoW," the patient might say.
So the therapist follows up on that point, asking if the patient could make contact
with old friends.
"Oh, I haven't talked to them in three months," says the patient.
"Well give them a call," the therapist might prompt, and then they set a concrete
goal that the patient has to meet: calling her old friends before the next therapy session.
The intervention that a therapist suggests might be as simple as writing out the
plans for how to deal with situations where the patient is tempted to go back to
compulsive use, or how to work on all the little problems that have arisen because of the
Internet compulsion. Scott describes asking the patient to plan out and write down how
she'll start to look for a job and a place to live. She also describes talking to the patient
about finding ways to solve the problem caused by the inactivity associated with Internet
Addiction: her weight gain. By making a record of these plans the patient makes a
commitment to herself and to the therapist.
These treatment methods focus on replacing the compulsive behavior with
healthy alternatives-exercise and socializing. If the patient is found to have a
biological depression, or another type of comorbid disorder that can be managed with
medication, the therapist would consider a psychiatric intervention.
Though it might seem like an obvious choice, therapists rarely ask an addict to
completely stop using a computer or the Internet. Internet use is an important part of the
modern professional and academic life, and abstinence from Internet use isn't a realistic
or desirable goal for patients. But therapists do use other tricks that are designed to
disrupt the compulsive way in which addicts use the technology, like breaking old
routines, asking patients to abstain from using the computer at certain times of the day or
night, or alternating nights spent in an online game with nights of family involvement.
How long does it take for someone to break the habit?
"It's unique to every person," said Scott. "I see most people progress with three
months of therapy with follow-up appointments on an as-needed basis." In general,
standard therapy appointments are thirty minutes to an hour long, after the introductory
session, which usually lasts ninety minutes. Depending on the complexity of the case,
patients may need to see the therapist multiple times per week, or they may meet with
the therapist less frequently. For more complicated cases, where the Internet use is
clearly a form of self-medication, therapy may go on for years before the patient finds a
way to rebalance his life.
"We cannot push someone to make a change they do not want to make," said
Scott, "We're not that powerful. We can try to enhance their motivation to create a
happier more fulfilling life, but we can't force them to... I think treatment is always
successful to some degree if a person feels they benefited from it." Ironically, that
doesn't always mean that a patient stops engaging in the behavior. They could just be
better at communicating about it with their loved ones, or have a better understanding of
their behavior and themselves.
Addicts become addicted because the behavior works for them. Aside from the
attractive qualities of the Internet, Jerald Block suggests that the computer provides two
main benefits for the addict: companionship and stress release.
"There's a clinical phrase-significant other-that we use that was coined back
in the 50s," said Block. "It was used to talk about the relationships of people.... The
computer itself becomes a significant other. [Addicts] spend so much time and so much
energy that they learn what the clicks of the disc drive mean, they learn the particular
peculiarities of their computer software . They know when things go wrong even before
something indicates the thing goes wrong. And God forbid the hard drive goes, falls
apart or something. They go into major crisis when that happens."
A second function that the computer serves is as a preoccupation. An addict's
online activities take up an immense amount of time. So if a well-meaning therapist
tells the patient to stop using the computer completely, the patient faces a scary situation.
He's been told to break off one of the most significant relationships in his day to day
life--his relationship with the computer and all of his online friends. He can't use the
computer to deal with his stress, and he may not have any other social tools or support
systems. And now he has a lot of free time.
"It's potentially explosive," said Block.
The computer use may be pathological, said Block, but it's stabilizing. "You
have to be very patient and very careful when addressing the issue," he said. "If you're
too abrupt or too harsh in setting limits, you're liable to have far worse outcomes than if
you'd never touched the issue in the first place."
DSM
Block is particularly concerned about helping therapists avoid those well-
intentioned but potentially disastrous interventions. But educating therapists about
Internet Addiction will remain challenging so long as the disorder isn't recognized by the
American Psychiatric Association.
The American Psychiatric Association regularly publishes a Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental disorders-a handbook used by clinicians, researchers and
insurance companies-and right now, Internet Addiction isn't in it.
"For many clinicians, the three, four, and five digit codes associated with each
DSM-IV-TR disorder are the only components of the diagnostic system used on a daily
basis," reads a website informing clinicians of the latest changes to the DSM. "These
codes have direct relevance to the practical bottom line of clinical practice: no
diagnostic code, no payment."
"I couldn't care less about insurance," admitted Block. "Almost all these patients
have some DSM diagnosis. So, it's not a problem in terms of billing... I'd like to see a
DSM diagnosis because then we'd have clinical criteria which we can test treatments
against." If therapists had a standard definition of Internet Addiction, they could
definitively study the population of addicts and find out what makes a person more
susceptible to Internet Addiction. They could also work to find out how and if one type
of treatment is most effective. As it stands today, researchers run the risk of comparing
apples to oranges. Therapies that worked well on Kimberly Young's patients might not
work as well on patients who were diagnosed with Internet Addiction according to
another person's sensibilities.
If Internet Addiction isn't included in the upcoming version of the DSM-and
most signs indicate that it won't be, despite a push from Kimberly Young, and the
American Medical Association's suggestion of a category for pathological computer
game use-the next opportunity to include it won't be come around for another decade
and a half.
"I think we've embarked upon a huge experiment as a society, incorporating
technology from very early ages, using it, teaching people how to use it, on every level
we're incorporating it and yet we don't really understand..." said Block. "[Inclusion in]
the DSM is just one step in that process of examining it but if we have to wait another
twenty-five years to get our next major opportunity... that's a long time to be doing this
experiment."
"I believe technology moves us forward. Always."
- Steve Wozniak, co-founder ofApple computers
It was a sunny October day in South Korea, and Jerald Block was a visiting
lecturer, giving a talk on Internet Addiction. He'd heard of the Internet Cafes in the area
and knew they represented hot spots of compulsive Internet use. Students could head for
the cafe after school and spend all afternoon, all evening, or all night there for a fee.
They have seats for two. You can take your girlfriend and game together. A few gamers
have died from exhaustion in cafes like these, and he wanted to see them.
"They have about four per square block in the part of town that I was in," he
said. He walked into one of the cafes. It was half full of schoolchildren, on a beautiful
Saturday.
"I'm a foreigner and kind of a big guy," Block said. "Usually someone would at
least look up... But no. Even when I made my presence known and asked if I could take
a photo ...no one even looked up. It was quite striking." Twenty people, teenagers all, in
a row, staring at the screens with the same look on each face.
Internet Addiction, Block said, is more visible in Asian countries, where Internet
Cafes make a public display of compulsive behavior. But it doesn't represent the
phenomenon of one particular culture. Internet Addition is the expression of existing,
personal pathology, and it would likely develop in any society that contained both the
technology and people who wish to escape from bad social or psychological situations.
Ten years ago, reporters wrote that eating in front of a computer was a symptom
of addiction. These days, it takes conscious effort to spend time away from the network.
The boundaries of the Internet have stretched far beyond the computer. Wireless
devices, like PDAs and blackberries, cellular phones and ultramobile laptops tap into the
network no matter where you go. Modern city planning incorporates the need for
"wireless spaces:" building parks and outdoor spaces for the use of the laptop and
wireless Internet.
Rules of etiquette are shifting. We mult-task using digital tools to the extent
where it's common to keep one eye on the real world, one eye on the virtual tickertape.
It's hard to say where that trend will lead us next. There's a striking gap between the
way that an addict uses the Internet and the way the average user does-a different
psychological process. But in the most common cases of Internet Addiction, the
disorder is defined by problems caused by the behavior. Will increased acceptance of
excessive Internet use naturalize what might otherwise be considered pathological?
Would SW be considered an addict if he'd found a way to support himself by
gaming professionally, competing in tournaments for a living? Would he have attempted
suicide if society had recognized his in-game skills as economically viable? What if
Josh took advantage of an online degree program, and fit in class between raid sessions,
without having to leave the computer? What if he didn't feel like he'd be ridiculed for
his game play? What if Scott's Aspergers patient decided he wanted to work from home
and only wanted to socialize through the computer? Increasingly, online skill sets are
being recognized for their value in the real world.
"There is this mythos," said Block. "Some of the concepts that have been
introduced by science fiction, where people eventually start to live their entire lives
through the computer at the expense of real life. And you know... maybe there's
something to it. Maybe there is that risk, but we're not there yet."
"The concern I think, psychologically, is that if you become completely
immersed and enamored in the secondary [virtual] world, then your primary life begins
to waste away," said Scott, in a series she developed for YouTube. "You don't become
the person that you could have been." She paused before going on quickly, "Perhaps.
Perhaps it's arrogant of me to make the assumption that primary life is more important,
ultimately, than second life. There will be people who disagree with me on that."
This generation values their virtual life more than members of any other
generation still alive. Their Internet personas and online relationships are part of their
identities, for a variety of reasons.
"We have a generation that's more or less housebound kids," said Henry Jenkins,
an expert on digital popular culture and professor of Comparative Media Studies at MIT.
"They're latchkey kids whose parents aren't around... who have no place to go in their
social life except online. All the activities that were part of boyhood and girlhood for
previous generations have migrated online because it's the way that you can do
something more interesting than staring at the four walls of your apartment. As we put
more and more of those activities through the computer they'll spend more time at the
computer."
There are skills to be gained by living the virtual life. Jenkins has argued that the
Internet engenders what he calls participatory culture-where the barriers to
participation are lowered and creativity is encouraged.
But Scott worries that children who grow up online are missing some vital part of
their childhood, and missing out on learning social skills in the real world. Will the
users themselves view it that way? One of the qualities of this Internet Generation is
that they have no personal memory of, or nostalgia for, a pre-Internet history. Maybe,
for them, socializing and growing up online will naturally lead to a wired working life
that appears impoverished to older generations, but satisfies the user. If that's the case, it
wouldn't be Internet Addiction.
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There's something disturbing in Block's description of a gaggle of children,
motionless and rapt before computer screens on that perfect summer's day. But it may
just be an old fashioned sensibility-the thought that children are supposed to run
around, feel the sun, play outside. A better test of the scene would be to talk to them and
ask the all-important questions: Does this make them happy? Are they functioning well
in both their offline and online existence? Are they living the lives they want?
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